A prospective study from south India to compare the severity of malaria caused by Plasmodium vivax, P. falciparum and dual infection.
Traditionally, Plasmodium falciparum has been attributed to cause severe malaria, whereas P. vivax is considered to cause "benign" tertian malaria. Recently, there has been an increasing body of evidence challenging this conviction. However, the spectrum and degree of severity of the disease caused by P. vivax, as per World Health Organization (2012) remains unclear. Thus, in this prospective study, we aimed at comparing the severity of malaria caused by P. vivax, P. falciparum and dual infection. Adult patients presenting to Christian Medical College, Vellore from October 2012 to September 2013 with microscopically confirmed malaria were included in the study. Their clinical and laboratory parameters were recorded and analyzed. Paired t-test and chi-square with 95% CI and post-hoc analyses using the Scheffι post-hoc criterion were used to assess the statistical significance at the level of α <0.05. In total, 131 cases of malaria were identified during the study period, comprising 83 cases of P. vivax, 35 cases of P. falciparum and 13 cases of mixed vivax and falciparum infections. The spectrum and degree of hematological, hepatic, renal, metabolic, central nervous system complications of vivax malaria was not different from that of falciparum group. Thrombocytopenia and hyperbilirubinemia were the most common laboratory abnormalities identified in all the groups. This cross-sectional comparative study clearly demonstrates that clinical features, complications and case-fatality rates in vivax malaria can be as severe as in falciparum malaria. Hence, vivax malaria could not be considered benign; and appropriate preventive strategies along with antimalarial therapies should be adopted for control and elimination of this disease.